The editors observe that 'astute clinical observation and constant bedside reappraisal of the patient have always been the hallmarks of good medicine'. Furthermore, they note that 'sequential analysis of various body fluids with rapid availability of data plays an equally important part in diagnosis and treatment'. These two aspects of modern medicine have clearly been kept in mind throughout the preparation of this volume.
There are chapters on diabetes mellitus, hypoglycaemia, the adrenal cortex, calcium and magnesium, the thyroid gland, lactic acidosis, acid-base disorders, phaeochromocytoma, the pituitary gland, and hypo-and hyper-natraemia. In addition, comprehensive sections cover emergencies arising in pregnancy, the neonatal period, and psychiatry.
The text is clinically orientated; each chapter provides information on mode of presentation, precipitating factors, laboratory diagnosis, and management of the patient. It is a volume that will prove to be of immense value to any clinician; the information contained herein is both clearly written and very accessible. The detailed therapeutic regimes, as followed in various clinical disorders, are a most valuable feature; they can be readily consulted in urgent circumstances.
However, the book should serve another purpose, too; this is furtherance of understanding of the clinical context of work done by the hospital biochemist. In essence, Endocrine and Metabolic Emergencies expresses throughout the theme of that vital link between ward and hospital laboratory. There is much for the geriatrician and for the general physician, who is very often required to care for the acutely ill elderly patient, to enjoy in this edition. The chapters fall into three divisions of cellular and biochemical changes, ageing in early life, and clinical reviews of systematic disease in the elderly. The authors of the chapter on cellular ageing define it as 'a progressive deterioration of the organism after maturity of size, form and function has been reached and which is universal, intrinsic, progressive and deleterious with age'. They discuss the effects of evolution, inheritance, sex, and environmental modifications on the life span. These influences may modify only in part the finite lifespan of normal cells which have been shown to have a limited number of doublings before stopping and dying. The predictable life span of organisms, particularly small mammals, may be related to this phenomenon (Hayflick). In an excellent but biochemically complicated chapter (for a physician) on collagen changes with time it can be demonstrated that ageing is associated with defects both in the main chains but also in the cross linkages which deform and eventually degrade the collagen molecules, thus irreversibly modifying our basic support tissue in vessel walls, cartilage, etc.
Following the early biochemical and cellular chapters there are two chapters on the use of the placenta as a model for ageing (it transpires that it is not) and on neonatal hormonal changes in the first few hours of life. The latter review in itself is most interesting; but it represents nothing new and seems to sit rather uneasily in this edition on ageing. The reviews of clinical systems consist of age-related changes in the ovary, thyroid, cardiovascular system, and in diabetics. The authors try to confine the observations to those applicable in the elderly, but inevitably they have to include disease processes that may occur equally in younger groups, for example, hypertension, valvular heart disease, etc. The general message is that many textbook descriptions of disease do not correspond with those in the elderly. For example, hyperthyroidism is not uncommon in the elderly but is often overlooked, perhaps because the presenting symptoms do not conform to the clinical picture associated with juvenile Graves disease. The elderly are most likely to have only small multinodular goitres with an autonomous nodule. They may present with 'premature senility' of apathetic hyperthyroidism. Weight loss may be the only presenting symptom and can mimic gastrointestinal disease. There may be no eye changes or symptoms associated with sympathetic overdrive. The biochemical diagnosis, too, may be misleading because of alterations in protein-binding levels or modified by the drugs that the elderly often need for associated diseases. It therefore requires an alert physician and laboratory to sort out the physiologically old from those elderly who can be helped by modifying or alleviating existing disease.
In a concluding review, Michael Green, the editor, defines and reviews ageing and disease and concludes that hormonal, nutritional, and metabolic changes are common in the elderly, but there is no definite evidence that these are the cause of the ageing. The detection and treatment of these changes, however, may reduce the number of misdiagnoses of simple senility. The future in geriatrics lies in the fields of hormonal and metabolic research in association with age. This book is a most interesting addition to the literature and provides fruitful reading for all those involved in investigating and treating diseases of the elderly.
